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Crossing Borders:
Adventures in International Legal Research
Anne Burnett, J.D., M.L.I.S.
Foreign and International Law Librarian

• What does the UN Security Council say about
Syria?
• Is the U.S. a party to the Paris Convention for the
Protection of Industrial Property?
• I’m writing a paper on human rights and climate
change and don’t know where to start. Help!

“International Law”
“Public International Law”
• Law governing the relations between
states
• International organizations
• Individuals…human rights

Sources of International Law:
Per Article 38(1) of the
Statute of the International
Court of Justice:

•Treaties and other international agreements
• Customary International Law
• General principles of law
• Judicial decisions and teachings of qualified publicists

Strategy/Research Plan
• Is there a relevant treaty?
• What are states doing?
– Diplomatically
– Judicial decisions

• Int’l orgs?

But where do I start???

Secondary Sources
•
•
•
•

Explanation
Background, overview
Citations to primary sources
Encyclopedias, dictionaries, books,
articles, research guides

Max Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law
http://www.mpepil.com/ with older editions in print in Law Library

Parry & Grant Encyclopaedic
Dictionary of International Law

Treatises books monographs etc
• Brownlie, Principles of Public International Law
• Buergenthal and Murphy, Public Int’l Law in a Nutshell
• Janis, An Introduction to International Law
• Oppenheim’s International Law
• Shaw, International Law

Recent acquisitions

what is the
Sohn Library?

Law Review Articles
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Lexis
Westlaw
Hein Online
Index to Legal Periodicals
Index to Foreign Legal Periodicals
LegalTrac
EBSCO
SSRN

Research Guides
•
•
•
•
•

LLRX – collection of online guides
GlobaLex – collection of online guides
ASIL Electronic Resource Guide (ERG)
Law Library Research Resources page
use Google to find others

A Basic Tool
• “U.C.L.J.”
• Prince’s Bieber Dictionary of Legal
Abbreviations
– on Ready Reference

ASIL EISIL

online documents from most authoritative sources

Source: Treaties
• subscription
databases: Westlaw
& Lexis, Hein Online
• Web: UN Treaties
Online, GPO,Tufts,
ENTRI, EISIL, int’l
orgs, more

Treaties in Force (in the US)
http://www.state.gov/s/l/treaty/tif/index.htm

name
date(s)
citations

State Dept: Treaty Affairs
• Most recent Treaties in Force
• Pending Treaties

free

Use to get text and determine when
adopted or concluded, who has signed
and/or ratified and when, who has
denounced, when it entered into force, any
declarations or reservations, and more

EISIL it!

Hein Online:
Includes treaties!
Includes treaty indexes!

Subject-specific Treaty Collections

Frequently-cited Treaties and Other
International Instruments

http://libguides.law.umn.edu/frequentlycitedtreaties

Travaux Préparatoires
• the preparatory work (or
"legislative history") of a treaty
• often used for the purpose of
interpreting the treaty

Source of International Law

Custom
"Customary international law results from a general and
consistent practice of states followed by them from a
sense of legal obligation.”

"The determination of customary
international law is more an art than a
scientific method.“
- Mark Janis, An Introduction to International Law

Source: Custom
Resources: your objective is to find evidence of state practice
regarding international law
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

diplomatic correspondence
policy statements, press releases
the opinions of government legal advisers
official manuals on legal questions (eg manuals of military law)
executive decisions and practices
orders to military forces (eg rules of engagement)
comments by governments on ILC drafts and corresponding commentaries
legislation
international and national judicial decisions
recitals in treaties and other international instruments (especially when in ‘all States’ form)
an extensive pattern of treaties in the same terms
the practice of international organs, and resolutions relating to legal questions in UN organs, notably
the General Assembly
from Brownlie’s Principles of International Law

references to:
•treaty collections
•sources of diplomatic
documentation
•other materials that shed light
on customary state practice in
international law, including
yearbooks and digests
•relevant web sites
Currently covers about 30
jurisdictions with plans to add
more.

“Historical
Documents:
Foreign Relations
of the United
States"

United Nations

Other International Orgs

What Else Y’Got?
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